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Navigating the  
Healthcare System
Understanding how to access care through 
your health insurance can be confusing. 
Primary care, urgent care, ER visits... Knowing 
the right way to access care will help reduce 
your costs and increase your satisfaction 
with your health insurance plan.

Primary Care
Your primary care doctor, primary care 
physician (PCP), or family doctor is generally 
your first contact when you are ill. Whether 
you have a cold or chronic problem, having a 
trusted primary care doctor is key in managing 
your health. Some health insurance plans 
(HMOs) will require that you see a primary 
care doctor before seeing a specialist for 
the first time. Other health plans (PPOs and 
Medicare Supplements) may not require that 
you see the PCP before going to a specialist 
like a dermatologist or cardiologist. A PCP 
should act like the center of a wheel, ensuring 
that all other specialty care doctors and 
treatments are working well together. 
If you come down with a cold or flu, your 
PCP may not be able to see you right away. 
Sometimes a PCP will operate as part of a 
larger group of physicians and you will be able 
to get a same-day appointment with another 
doctor in the office. Generally, by seeing 
another doctor in the practice, your primary 
care doctor will have easy access to records 
indicating that you need any follow-up.

Continued on page 2

National American 
Stroke Month
The month of May is National American 
Stroke  Month. Recognizing a stroke and 
acting FAST is key in preventing the many 
disabilities that can come from a stroke.

F acial drooping. If your face suddenly 
droops, call 9-1-1. Facial drooping is a 
very common symptom of the onset 
of a stroke.

A rm weakness. With a stroke, you 
can lose feeling in one or both of you 
arms. Sometimes, this manifests as 
a weakness and you are unable to 
squeeze your other hand or firmly 
grasp a cup. If you try to raise your 
arms, does one arm drift down? This 
is another sign that you could be 
having a stroke.

S lurring. Are you slurring your words? 
Slurred speech isn’t always easy to 
recognize if you are by yourself. If you 
try to speak, does the other person 
understand?

T ime to call 9-1-1. If you are exhibiting 
any of the symptoms above (facial 
drooping, arm weakness, slurring), 
then call 9-1-1 immediately. 

DO NOT WAIT!
FAST treatment is critical in recovering 
from a stroke. The longer you wait to seek 
treatment, the more likely you will have 
long-lasting effects of a stroke. The effects 
of a stroke are typically life-altering. If you 
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don’t get immediate treatment, you could be 
unable to drive, work, cook, or care for yourself. 
Strokes cause serious damage to your brain, and 
therefore, you are likely to see a significant shift 
in your life if you wait for a stroke symptom to 
subside.

Additional Symptoms
While the symptoms listed above are the most 
common, the following symptoms can also be a 
sign of a stroke:
Confusion—Some stroke victims are suddenly 
unable to understand what others are saying. 
Other stroke victims may not know where they 
are, or they may suffer from a sudden gap in 
knowledge.
Trouble Seeing—A stroke can cause a loss of 
sight in one or both eyes. 
Trouble Walking—Some stroke victims are 
unable to stand or walk. Some suddenly lose the 
ability to coordinate a simple set of moves.

National American Stroke Month (cont.)

Navigating the Healthcare System (cont.)
Urgent Care
If your PCP or PCP’s office can’t see you, you 
will need to visit an urgent care. Urgent care 
facilities are meant to treat patients who are ill 
but not suffering from life-threatening problems. 
Your PCP or your PCP’s medical group might be 
associated with a specific urgent care facility. 
Using an urgent care that is affiliated with your 
PCP will ensure smooth communication between 
the urgent care doctors and PCP’s office. Again, 
this will ensure easy follow-up by your primary 
doctor. 
Keep in mind, not all urgent care facilities accept 
all health insurance plans. Call ahead to find out 
if they accept your plan. If the urgent care facility 
is a free-standing clinic, not associated with any 
medical group or hospital, request a copy of your 
medical records as you leave on the day of your 
appointment. You will want to add those urgent 
care files to the medical records kept by your 
primary care doctor.

ER Visits
Emergency room visits can be very expensive. 
Many health insurance plans will charge 
hundreds of dollars as a co-pay for a simple 
ER visit. The emergency room is intended to 
treat life-threatening problems like chest pains, 
breathing problems, bleeding, and head injuries. 
ER visits can also soak up several hours of time. 

Specialists
If your primary care physician can’t thoroughly 
treat a medical problem, they will refer you to a 
specialist – like a cardiologist, dermatologist, or 
oncologist. As mentioned above, some health 
care plans require that you see the primary 
care doctor before going to a specialist. If the 
problem is urgent (like cancer), you will likely not 
have to wait long for an appointment (about a 
week). If the problem is not critical (like a rash), 
you may have to wait several weeks before 
getting an appointment with a specialist. If you 
are concerned about the wait-time to see the 
specialist, make sure you double back to the 
primary care doctor to ensure the wait-time isn’t 
going to interfere with your overall health. 

Nurse Lines and Virtual Doctors
Many health plans are now offering telephone 
consultations with nurses and doctors. These 
phone and Internet appointments can be a 
low-cost or no-cost option to an urgent care visit. 
Many doctors will prescribe medications based 
on the virtual appointment – sometimes with a 
quick visit to see a nurse for an in-person swab 
or visual check. 

House Calls
If traveling to see a doctor is particularly difficult, 
search for a medical practice that is centered 
around at-home visits. Instead of maintaining an 
expensive office space, some medical practices 
operated a fleet of vehicles with mobile doctors 
and nurses. These house-call practices operate 
like any other medical practice, accepting some, 
but not all, health insurance plans. Before making 
an appointment, call and ask about which plans 
they accept.



Alzheimer's Disease Diagnosis by Age
source: US Department of Health and Human Services
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Heart Attack by Age
source: American Heart Association
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Stroke by Age
source: American Heart Association
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Alzheimer’s Disease, heart attacks, and strokes become increasingly more likely as you age. As you can see in these 
charts, anyone under 40 years old has a relatively low risk of these problems. But as we age, we become more susceptible 
to all kinds of health problems. Avoiding these problems means focusing on healthy living choices including diet, exercise, 
and consistent medical treatment.
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Kitchen Staples for Quick Meals 
Instead of cooking every day, you can maximize your cooking time 
by pre-making some food for the upcoming week.

�� Frozen peas are easy to keep on hand for 
a quick side of vegetables. Some veggies 
don’t freeze well; but frozen peas are sturdy 
and nicely unthaw in a pan or the microwave.

�� Chopped onion and garlic are a great way to 
add flavor to any meal. Having a container of 
chopped onions and a jar of minced garlic 
will eliminate significant preparation time.
�� Hard boiled eggs are a quick and easy 
protein that you can add to a salad or smush 
onto some toast. Add some chopped onion 
and mayonnaise, and you’ve got egg salad.
�� Baby carrots are a fantastic snack to keep 
in the fridge. Keep some ranch dressing 
on hand to make the carrots even more 
delicious.
�� Spinach is a great ingredient for hot and 
cold meals. A simple bowl of spinach with 
some dressing adds vitamins and fiber 
to your diet. A little sautéed spinach (with 
butter, onions, and garlic) turns basic pasta 
into a Florentine delight.
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